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On February 21, 2015, I had the opportunity to observe a Cooper’s Hawk
(Accipiter cooperii) attack, kill, and feed on a chicken in an urban environment. The
Missouri Department of Conservation notes that, “People used to kill sharp-shinned
and Cooper’s hawks because they were deemed ‘destroyers’ of birds, including,
sometimes, free-roaming juvenile poultry” (MDC, Sharp-shinned). And destructive
they could be. Fisher, in discussing Cooper’s Hawk, notes that:
“This species is preeminently a ‘Chicken Hawk,” as may be seen
from the foregoing citations. Its devastations in this direction are
much greater than those of all the other hawks and owls together,
with the possible exception of the Sharp-shinned Hawk, which
attacks much smaller chickens.” (Fisher 1893).
This was a rare opportunity to observe this “chicken hawk” as it exploited
recent trends in urban chicken raising as a food source. An urban presence also
denotes a change in Cooper’s Hawk habitat: “Once thought averse to towns and cities,
Cooper’s Hawks are now fairly common urban and suburban birds. Some studies
show their numbers are actually higher in towns than in their natural habitat, forests”
(Cornell Lab of Ornithology 2017).
The hawk was determined to be an Accipiter due to the fact that it was
significantly smaller than a Red-tailed Hawk and had a long tail and a small beak. It
was judged to be a Cooper's Hawk and not a Sharp-shinned Hawk based on size. In
the photo I was able to obtain, comparison of the hawk to the downspout allowed a
rough estimate of the length of the bird at 16 inches, in the range of a Cooper's Hawk:
15 to 18 inches. (MDC, Cooper’s Hawk) In contrast, the size range of a Sharp-shinned
Hawk is 11 to 14 inches. (MDC, Sharp-shinned Hawk) While the gender is a matter
of conjecture based on size (larger for females and smaller for males), the hawk was
clearly an adult. It had red eyes and dense reddish barring on the underparts, both
characteristics of an adult bird. (Cornell Lab of Ornithology 2017).
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Cooper’s Hawk with domestic chicken, Lincoln, Lancaster Co., 21 February 2015.
Photo by Don Arp, Jr.
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The attack occurred around 1:10 p.m. on February 21, 2015, in Lincoln,
Nebraska, in a residential area that is often referred to as the Bethany neighborhood.
With large mature trees and landscape hedges, it provided excellent cover for the
hawk’s attack. Weather data for that day show a low temperature of 18 degrees
Fahrenheit and a high temperature of 40 degrees Fahrenheit. There was residual snow
cover in some areas, as Lincoln had experienced snowfall on February 1 (4.9 inches)
and February 4 (6.6 inches).
One resident in the area raised chickens of various breeds in a backyard coop
and allowed them to roam free in the yard and the yards of neighbors. The chicken in
question, a not-yet-full-grown specimen with black feathers and of unknown breed,
jumped the fence to forage in a neighbor’s yard. The area it landed in was bordered
on the south edge by a hedgerow some 7 feet in height. Opposite this row, about 8
feet away, was the house on the north edge. The east edge consisted of a chain link
fence about 25 feet away. The western edge was bounded by the street roughly 40 feet
away.
Several elements hampered my ability to observe the attack. First, the attack
and subsequent feeding occurred on private property and the property owners could
not be reached to gain permission to access the grounds. That said, the area was within
40 feet of a public sidewalk, which afforded a clear vantage point. Given the
spontaneous nature of the event, the author was only equipped with a smartphone and
a notebook with which to record the event. Due to the limitations of the smartphone
and the distance involved, photographs of the event are not as clear as was desired.
The chicken, foraging in the above described area, did not see the approach
of the hawk as it flew around a hedgerow and swooped down, pinning the chicken to
the ground. The chicken let out several cries, but the hawk quickly attacked the head,
killing the chicken. This action is unusual for a Cooper’s Hawk, which prefers to kill
its prey “by repeated squeezing” (Cornell Lab of Ornithology 2017). The Missouri
Department of Conservation notes that Cooper's Hawks “fly swiftly, emerging from
the cover of the trees and shrubs, surprising their prey” (MDC, Cooper’s Hawk). The
Cornell Lab of Ornithology notes the danger of this technique, citing a study that
showed 69 of 300 skeletons examined had “healed-over fractures in the bones of the
chest, especially of the furcula, or wishbone”.
The hawk attempted to take off with the chicken, but it was too heavy. The
carcass was dragged a few feet toward a house before the hawk felt sheltered enough
to begin plucking feathers, working from the neck area to the top portion of the leg on
the chicken’s right side. Once enough feathers had been removed, the hawk began
feeding on the breast meat. Over the next 4 hours, the hawk would alternate between
moments of feeding and simply guarding its kill. During this entire period, the hawk
never left the chicken carcass. Attempts to get close enough to take photographs
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proved difficult due to limited property access and the hawk flapping its wings and
calling out.
By sunset, about 4 hours after initially killing the chicken, the hawk finally
abandoned its kill. The hawk, while it had plucked most of the right side of the chicken
from the head to the top of the leg, apparently fed almost exclusively on the breast
meat and did not turn the bird over to pluck and feed on the other side. Based on the
size of the chicken, the hawk had access to probably less than 6 ounces of meat on
each breast, which is still a significant amount given that a Cooper’s Hawk weighs
between 7.8 and 14.5 oz. (Cornell Lab of Ornithology 2017). From what could be
observed, the meat of the right breast was not removed entirely and was very shredded
in appearance after the hours of feeding.
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